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NO: Stephen Marche, from “Is Facebook Making Us Lonely?” The Atlantic (2012)

Learning Outcomes

After reading this issue, you will be able to:

* Understand how multifaceted the impacts of social media on
* Beaware of the great variety of opinions that leading experts on social media have aboutits consequences.
Understand the primary ways that people use social media.

Be able to discern how different groups of users differ and ar
Explain how social media affects the develo

Speculate on how social media might affect

people and on society are.

e similar in their use of social media.

pment of various intellectual and social skills of its users.
society in the future.

ISSUE SUMMARY

YES: Karen Hua, a staff writer for Forbes,

friends and deepen friendships. She coun
observing

concentrates on teens and finds them using social media to make
ters the viewpoint that social media Provides superficial contacts by
“that today’s teenagers are forming deep, personal connections and relationships online.”

NO: Stephen Marche, a journalist who is on the staff of The Atlantic, recognizes the amazing benefits of social
media but reports on stories and studies which fined that Facebook and other social m

from people we know to people we meet online. Thus social media

e edia can isolate us

which are designed to increase om-
peo . ‘ ; . our com-
munication with our family and friends can actually make us lonlier.

W average its use also improves school
e will briefly provide a survey of many of the posi- i i

tive and negative results of social media. On the positive

. ; € argued that j
side is the abundant use of social media to communicate €conomy with products, Services e D pedthe
with family and friends and increase connections and

law enforcement hag use
strengthen relationships. It facilitates face-to-face interac- j

- tion. It especially helps people who are socially isolated organize and accomplish thj
or shy to connect with people. It helps seniors to feel ni

more connected to society. Social networking has also
increased life satisfaction and reduced health problems.
Social media has become a main source of information for
many people and they can get information very fast. On

€an negatively affect social
g
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ses people to spend less time in face-to-face
lly in their homes (a small percentage
nd to social media during sex).
found to make some children
nd loneliness and can lead to

stress. It correlates with personality disorders like ADHD,
difficulty in face-to-face conversations, self-centered
personalities, anxiety, and addictive behaviors. It encour-
ages people to waste time. Heavy social media users have
lower grades. It can cause many troubles for users includ-
ing inadvertently engaging in criminal behavior including
some cases of “sexting,” assisting criminal actions against
users (e.g., travel plans informing criminals when to rob
their house), loss of privacy, being targeted by scam art-
ists or other criminals, use of the Internet by potential
employers Orf universities who find reasons not to hire
potential employees Or admit potential students, having
revealing pictures and unattractive information widely
distributed, facilitating cyberbullying, and reducing some
workers’ productivity. It often provides misinformation

relations. It cau
interactions, especia
of young people even respo
social networking has been
more prone to depression a

mpacts on Its Users? by FlnsterbusctL_

and questionable and even dangerous amateur adviqe. It
can facilitate and spread hate groups and organized crime.
It is impossible to weigh these and other negative effects
of social media against the positive effects, but most peo-
ple are avid users in spite of the risks, SO consumers believe
the net effects aré clearly positive. '

The pros and cons of social media is 2 vast topic
with many angles and vast changes in the past few
years. The rapid speed of change of these phenomena
has limited the lessons from empirical research on its
effects. As a result, poignant stories may have more
prominence than thorough research and many of these
on the focus on the impacts of social media on our
relationships. Some of these are sad stories about with-
drawal from close people to virtual friends. These are
key to Stephen Marche’s argument against social media.
In contrast, Karen Hua is much more positive about the
use of some social media. She finds that the majority use
social media to increase social connections and facili-

tate their activities.
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Where Millennials Make Friends
and Mobilize for Change

Add “making friends” to the growing roster of reasons
why teens can’t seem to take their eyes off their screens.
A new study, Teens, Technology and Friendships, . . . from
Pew Research Center shows that $7% of teens (ages 13-17)
have met at least one new friend online, with nearly 30%
making five or more pals. Girls meet people primarily
through social media, while boys tend to make acquain-
tances through gaming or eSports.

While the words “cyberbullying” and “online preda-
tor” arestill chilling, this study reveals that today’s teenagers
are forming deep, personal connections and relationships
online. “Adults in our society and parents have this idea
that a lot of things teens are doing and video games are
frivolous, a waste of time,” says Amanda Lenhart, author
of the study and associate director for research at Pew. “But
these digital platforms are now incredibly important parts
of how teens form meaningful relationships.”

According to her findings, 72% of all teens spend
time with friends on social media regularly. This behav-
ior continues on college campuses across the country,
and many online interactions have mobilized millennials
into real-life communities. In fact, one in five teens have
met an online friend in person; what would have been
seen as a dangerous act years ago is now increasingly
commonplace.

From Online to ‘IRL’

The Harry Potter Alliance has done just that. What started
as a collective, fervent passion for J.K. Rowling’s franchise
has transitioned from online to IRL (in real life)—inciting
dozens of college chapters across the country. Founded
by Andrew Slack in 2005, the non-profit company advo-
cates for literacy and social awareness. Through the annual
Accio Books campaign, chapters have donated almgst
200,000 books to global disaster areas and local underp1:1v-
ileged communities. HPA’s Odds in Our Favor campaign

uses the popular Hunger Games franchise to promote eco-
nomic inequality awareness.

Janae Phillips stepped up from her role as chapter
organizer at the University of Arizona in 2014 to being the
current national chapter director. She studied online com-
munities as an ed-tech master’s student.

Phillips describes HPA as a creative approach to activ-
ism, where members anywhere can reach out online for
leadership advice and camaraderie, then mirror that back
into their real life chapters. “The reason why we're able to
develop (HPA’s) community is because we have this shared
interest and passion and fandom,” she says. “It's a symbi-
otic relationship.”

“It’s unfortunate that the Internet has been around
so long, yet is seen as so distinct,” Phillips continues\“The |
online space to (millennials) is just part of their daily lives. !
The connections to real life are offline, too,” '

“The more prevalent something is online, the more
prevalent it will be in real life,” says Jessica Kotnour,
a Kenyon College-bound student and HPA regional
liaison. “We use Twitter to bring smaller causes to atten-
tion, and once you're aware of something online, you
can make that change in real life.” By using mainstream
pop culture coupled with the megaphone of social
media, the organization has a much wider reach to gar-
ner more support.

Melissa Anelli, HPA board president and co-owner
of Mischief Management, an organization that bridges
online fandom to real-life connections, emphasizes how
her community sprouted from the liberal and activist
morals of the Harry Potter books and other cult franchises.
“The quality of a fandom with a shared interest goes back
to the source material,” she says. “The HPA is ‘Dumble-
dore’s Army’ in the real world.” Similarly, John and Hank
Green’s Nerdfighter community has spread from online
fan groups (for John Green books and all things nerdy)
to hundreds of global campuses that unite for community
service.

Scanned by CamScanner



Does Social Media Have Largely Positive Impacts on Its Users? by Finsterbusch

31

At the University of Michigan, avid online fans [and]
players of the League of Legends and Super Smash Bros.
games have constructed real-life groups, as well. More
than just a competitive team against other online play-
ers, Michigan’s League of Legends club emphasizes com-
munity, says club president and rising computer science
senior Patrick Huang. He defines his club simply as a way
to meet people with a common interest in eSports—and
the online component only strengthens their bond.

Huang met his first online friend at age 13, and after
a series of video calls to verify authenticity and security,

they’'ve now met multiple times and are still friends to
this day. He also met his current college roommate as an
online gaming competitor, too, until they met and clicked
in person at school. “People nowadays spend a lot of time
on Netflix,” Huang explains as an example. “But playing
(video) games with friends is given a negative connotation,
when it’s actually even more social.”

KareN Hua is a staff writer for Forbes and a college student
at the University of Michigan
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Stephen Marche

Taking Sides: Clashing Views on Soclal Issueﬂ’/////‘\

A NO

Is Facebook Making Us Lonely?

ave made us more densely
h suggests that w
his loneliness is making us m

Social media—from Facebook to Twitter—h
ever. Yet for all this connectivity, new researc

(or more narcissistic)—and that t

A report on what the epidemic of loneliness is

YVET'I‘E VICKERS, A FORMER Playboy playmate and
B-movie star, best known for her role in Attack of the 50
Foot Woman, would have been 83 last August, but nobody
knows exactly how old she was when she died. According
to the Los Angeles coroner’s report, she lay dead for the
better part of-a year before a neighbor and fellow actress,
a woman named Susan Savage; noticed cobwebs and yel-
lowing letters in her mailbox, reached through a broken
window to unlock the door, and pushed her way through
the piles of junk mail and mounds of clothing that barri-

mified, near a heater that was still running. Her computer
was on too, its glow permeating the empty space.

The Los Angeles Times posted a story headlined
«Mummified Body of Former Playboy Playmate Yvette
Vickers Found in Her Benedict Canyon Home,” which
quickly went viral. Within two weeks, by Technorati’s
count, Vickers’s lonesome death was already the subject of
16,057 Facebook posts and 881 tweets. She had long been
a horror-movie icon, a symbol of Hollywood’s capacity to
exploit our most basic fears in the silliest ways; now she was

an icon of a new and different kind of horror: our grow-
ing fear of ﬁn_eli"n_c_esg;\Certainly she received much more
attention in death "t'h{n she did in the final years of her
life. With no children, no religious group, and no immedi-
ate social circle of any kind, she had begun, as an elderly
woman, to look elsewhere for companionship. Savage later
told Los Angeles magazine that she had searched Vickers’s
phone bills for clues about the life that led to such an end.
In the months before her grotesque death, Vickers had
made calls not to friends or family but to distant fans who
had found her through fan conventions and Internet sites.

Vickers’s web of connections had grown broader but

shallower, as has happened for many of us.(We are living

networked than
e have never been lonelier

entally and physically ill.
doing to our souls and our society.

in an isolation that would have been unimaginable to our
ancestors, and yet we have never been more accessiblg
Over the past three decades, technology has delivered to
us a world in which we need not be out of contact for a
fraction of a moment. In 2010, at a cost of $300 million,

800 miles of fiber-optic cable was laid between the Chicago
Mercantile Exchange and the New York Stock Exchange to

shave three milliseconds off trading times. Yet within this

world of instant and absolute communication, unbounded

by limits of time or space, we suffer from unprecedented

alienation. We have never been more detached from one

caded the house. Upstairs, she found Vickers’s body, mum- - another, or lonelier. In a world consumed by ever more

novel modes of socializing, we have less and less actual
society. We live in an accelerating contradiction: the more
connected we become, the lonelier we are. We were prom-
ised a global village; instead we inhabit the drab cul-de-sacs
and endless freeways of a vast suburb of information.

At the forefront of all this unexpectedly lonely
interactivity is Facebook, with 845 million users and
$3.7 billion in revenue last year. The company hopes to
raise $5 billion in an initial public offering later this sprin
which will make it by far the largest Internet IPO iIr)l hi§:
tory. Some recent estimates put the company’s potential
value at $100 billion, which would make it largerlzhan th
global coffee industry—one addiction preparing to su e
the other. Facebook’s scale and reach are hard to ¢ ey
hend: last summer, Facebook became, by some cou omp;le-
first Web site to receive 1 trillion page views in am ntsﬁt ;
the last three months of 2011, users generated a ol
of 2.7 billion “likes” and comments every day: gave;age
ever scale you care to judge Facebook—as a conll ar:lw .
culture, as a country—it is vast beyond irnaginat[i)on G

Despite its immense popularity, or more .lik 1
because of it, Facebook has, from the beginning, b =
under something of a cloud of suspicion. The depigt’iol;3 Zrtlf
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Mark Zuckerberg, in The Social Network, as a bastard with
symptoms of Asperger’s syndrome, was nonsense, But
it felt true. It felt true to Facebook, if not to Zuckerberg.
The film’s most indelible scene, the one that may well
have earned it an Oscar, was the final, silent shot of an
anomic Zuckerberg sending out a friend request to his ex-
girlfriend, then waiting and clicking and waiting and click-
ing—a moment of superconnected loneliness preserved in
amber. We have all been in that scene: transfixed by the
glare of a screen, hungering for response.

When you sign up for Google+ and set up your
Friends circle, the program specifies that you should
include only “your real friends, the ones you feel comfort-
able sharing private details with.” That one little phrase,
Your real friends—so quaint, so charmingly mothering—
perfectly encapsulates the anxieties that social media have
produced: the fears that Facebook is interfering with our
real friendships, distancing us from each other, making us
lonelier; and that social networking might be spreading
the very isolation it seemed designed to conquer.

FACEBOOK ARRIVED IN THE MIDDLE of a dramatic
increase in the quantity and intensity of human loneli-
ness, a rise that initially made the site’s promise of greater
connection seem deeply attractive. Americans are more
solitary than ever before. In 1950, less than 10 percent
of American households contained only one person. By
2010, nearly 27 percent of households had just one person.
Solitary living does not guarantee a life of unhappiness,
of course. In his recent book about the trend tovyard
living alone, Eric Klinenberg, a sociologist af NYU, writes:
“Reams of published research show that it's the quality,
not the quantity of social interaction, that best pI‘.edlCtS
loneliness.” True. But before we begin thte fantasms' of
happily eccentric singledom, of divorcées dr?%’mv%
by their knitting circles after work for glasses o r‘eth
Barrymore pinot grigio, or recent college graduates »:(I)Ot
perfectly articulated, Steampunk-themed, 39(})]-stt.ll{tli;:e;)ook
apartments organizing croquet 'm.atches. wit ; te' " Hht
clubs, we should recognize that it is not just 1519 a slsomakes
is rising sharply. It's loneliness, t0O. And loneline
® m';f,ﬁ:ﬁ',w intuitively that loneliness and bel(r:lgo:«lrggs
are not the same thing. Solitude can be lﬁvilg’-a rrowing
parties can be agony. We also know, then s (0 7 J05 7
body of research on the topic, diak 10nehnelSS ical state. A
ter of external conditions; it is 2 psy'rch;) ct)lgz:i of Dutch
2005 analysis of data from 2 longltudlI;:d slonZliness has
twins showed that the tendency toWs other psychologi-
roughly the same genetic com.ponent axiety
cal problems such as neuroticism OF anFEL"

Still, loneliness is slippery, a difficult state to define
or diagnose. The best tool yet developed for measuring the
condition is the UCLA Loneliness Scale, a series of 20 ques-
tions that all begin with this formulation: “How often do
you feel . . . ?” As in: “How often do you feel that you are
‘in tune’ with the people around you?” And: “How often
do you feel that you lack companionship?” Measuring the
condition in these terms, various studies have shown lone-
liness rising drastically over a very short period of recent
history. A 2010 AARP survey found that 35 percent of
adults older than 45 were chronically lonely, as opposed to
20 percent of a similar group only a decade earlier. According
to a major study by a leading scholar of the subject, roughly
20 percent of Americans—about 60 million people—are
unhappy with their lives because of loneliness. Across the
Western world, physicians and nurses have begun to speak
openly of an epidemic of loneliness.

The new studies on loneliness are beginning to yield
some surprising preliminary findings about its mecha-
nisms. Almost every factor that one might assume affects
loneliness does so only some of the time, and only under
certain circumstances. People who are married are less
lonely than single people, one journal article suggests, but
only if their spouses are confidants. If one’s spouse is not a
confidant, marriage may not decrease loneliness. A belief in
God might help, or it might not, as a 1990 German study
comparing levels of religious feeling and levels of loneliness
discovered. Active believers who saw God as abstract and
helpful rather than as a wrathful, immediate presence were
less lonely. “The mere belief in God,” the researchers con-
cluded, “was relatively independent of loneliness.”

But it is clear that social interaction matters. Loneli-
ness and being alone are not the same thing, but both are
on the rise. We meet fewer people. We gather less. And
when we gather, our bonds are less meaningful and less
easy. The decrease in confidants—that is, in quality social
connections—has been dramatic over the past 25 years. In
one survey, the mean size of networks of personal confi-
dants decreased from 2.94 people in 1985 to 2.08 in 2004.
Similarly, in 1?85, only 10 percent of Americans said they
had no one with whom to discuss important matters, and

15 percent said they had only one such good friend. By

2004, 25 percent had nobody to talk to, and 20 percent
had only one confidant.

I.n the -face of this social disintegration, we have
essentially hired an army of replacement confidants, an

entire class of professional carers, As Ronald Dworkin
pointed out in a 2010

paper for the Hoover Instituti i
the late '40s, the Unit jinjcal

ed States was home to 2,500 clini
psychologists, 30,000 m O clinical

: social workers, and fewer than 50
marriage and family therapists, As o y

f 2010, the country
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had 77,000 clinical psychologists, 192,000 clinical social
workers, 400,000 nonclinical social workers, 50,000 mar-
riage and family therapists, 105,000 mental-health coun-
selors, 220,000 substance-abuse counselors, 17,000 nurse
psychotherapists, and 30,000 life coaches. The majority of
patients in therapy do not warrant a psychiatric diagnosis.
This raft of psychic servants is helping us through what
used to be called regular problems, We have outsourced
the work of everyday caring.

We need professional carers more and more, because
the threat of societal breakdown, once principally a matter of
nostalgic lament, has morphed into an issue of public health,
Being lonely is extremely bad for your health. If you're lonely,
you’re more likely to be put in a geriatric home at an earlier
age than a similar person who isn’t lonely. You're less likely
to exercise. You're more likely to be obese. You're less likely to
survive a serious operation and more likely to have hormo-
nal imbalances. You are at greater risk of inflammation. Your
memory may be worse. You are more likely to be depressed,
to sleep badly, and to suffer dementia and general cognitive
decline. Loneliness may not have killed Yvette Vickers, but it
has been linked to a greater probability of having the kind of
heart condition that did kill her.

And yet, despite its deleterious effect on health,
loneliness is one of the first things ordinary Americans
spend their money achieving. With money, you flee the
cramped city to a house in the suburbs or, if you can
afford it, a McMansion in the exurbs, inevitably spend-
ing more time in your car. Loneliness is at the American
core, a by-product of a long-standing national appetite
for independence: The Pilgrims who left Europe willingly
abandoned the bonds and strictures of a society that could
not accept their right to be different. They did not seek
out loneliness, but they accepted it as the price of their
autonomy. The cowboys who set off to explore a seem-
ingly endless frontier likewise traded away personal ties
in favor of pride and self-respect. The ultimate American
icon is the astronaut: Who is more heroic, or more alone?
The price of self-determination and self-reliance has often
been loneliness. But Americans have always been willing
to pay that price. _ )

Today, the one common feature in American secular
culture is its celebration of the self that breaks away from
the constrictions of the family and the state, and, in its
greatest expressions, from all limits entirely. The"great
American poem is Whitman’s “Song of Myself. ' The
great American essay is Eme'rso’n's "Self-P_leliance. The
great American novel is Melville's MObJ'/-DICk, the tale of
a man on a quest so lonely that it is incomprehensible
to those around him. American culture, high and low, is
about self-expression and personal authenticity. Franklin

Delano Roosevelt called individualism “the great watch-
word of American life.” )

Self-invention is only half of the American story,
however. The drive for isolation has always been in ten-
sion with the impulse to cluster in communities thaF cling
and suffocate. The Pilgrims, while fomenting spiritual
rebellion, also enforced ferocious cohesion. The Salem
witch trials, in hindsight, read like attempts to impose sol-
idarity—as do the McCarthy hearings. The history of the
United States is like the famous parable of the porcupines
in the cold, from Schopenhauer’s Studies in Pessimism—the
ones who huddle together for warmth and shuffle away in
pain, always separating and congregating.

We are now in the middle of a long period of shuf-
fling away. In his 2000 book Bowling Alone, Robert D.
Putnam attributed the dramatic post-war decline of social
capital—the strength and value of interpersonal networks—
to numerous interconnected trends in American life: sub-
urban sprawl, television’s dominance over culture, the
self-absorption of the Baby Boomers, the disintegration of
the traditional family. The trends he observed continued
through the prosperity of the aughts, and have only become
more pronounced with time: the rate of union membership
declined in 2011, again; screen time rose; the Masons and
the Elks continued their slide into irrelevance. We are lonely
because we want to be lonely. We have made ourselves lonely.

The question of the future is this: Is Facebook part of
the separating or part of the congregating; is it a huddling-
together for warmth or a shuffling-away in pain?

WELL BEFORE FACEBOOK, digital technology was enabling
our tendency for isolation, to an unprecedented degree.
Backin the 1990s, scholars started calling the contradiction
between an increased opportunity to connect and a lack
of human contact the “Internet paradox.” A prominent
1998 article on the phenomenon by a team of researchers
at Carnegie Mellon showed that increased Internet usage
was already coinciding with increased loneliness. Critics
of the study pointed out that the two groups that partici-
pated in the study—high-school journalism students who
were heading to university and socially active members of
community-development boards—were statistically likely
to become lonelier over time, Which brings us to a more
fundamental question: Does the Internet make people
lonely, or are lonely people more attracted to the Internet?

The question has intensified in the Facebook era. A
recent study out of Australia (where close to half the popu-
lation is active on Facebook), titled “Who Uses Facebook?,”
found a complex and sometimes confounding relationship
between loneliness and social networking. Facebook users
had slightly lower levels of “social loneliness”—the sense
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of not feeling bonded with friends—but “significantly , and what they will hear. According to Burke, passive con-

higher lth?ls of far'nily loneliness”—the sense of not feeling
bonded with family. It may be that Facebook encourages
more contact with pe(?ple outside of our household, at
the expense of our family relationships—or it may be that
people who have unhappy family relationships in the first
place seek companionship through other means, includ-
ing Facebook. The researchers also found that lonely peo-
ple are inclined to spend more time on Facebook: “One
of the most noteworthy findings,” they wrote, “was the
tendency for neurotic and lonely individuals to spend
greater amounts of time on Facebook per day than non-
lonely individuals.” And they found that neurotics are
more likely to prefer to use the wall, while extroverts tend
to use chat features in addition to the wall.

Moira Burke, until recently a graduate student at the
Human-Computer Institute at Carnegie Mellon, used to
run a longitudinal study of 1,200 Facebook users. That
study, which is ongoing, is one of the first to step out-
side the realm of self-selected college students and exam-
ine the effects of Facebook on a broader population, over
time. She concludes that the effect of Facebook depends
on what you bring to it. Just as your mother said: you get
out only what you put in. If you use Facebook to com-
municate directly with other individuals—by using the
“like” button, commenting on friends’ posts, and so on—
it can increase your social capital. Personalized messages,
or what Burke calls “composed communication,” are more

of a like #'Pec

satisfying hal}/' one-click communication”—the lazy click
/f P

le who received composed communication;
became' léss Tonely, while people who received one-click|

sumption of Facebook also correlates toamarginal increase
in depression. “If two women each talk to their friends the
same amount of time, but one of them spends more time
reading about friends on Facebook as well, the one reading
tends to grow slightly more depressed,” Burke says. Her
conclusion suggests that my sometimes unhappy reac-
tions to Facebook may be more universal than I had real-
ized. When I scroll through page after page of my friends’
descriptions of how accidentally eloquent their kids are,
and how their husbands are endearingly bumbling, and
how they’re all about to eat a home-cooked meal prepared
with fresh local organic produce bought at the farmers’
market and then go for a jog and maybe check in at the
office because they're so busy getting ready to hop on a
plane for a week of luxury dogsledding in Lapland, I do
grow slightly more miserable. A lot of other people doing
the same thing feel a little bit worse, too.

Still, Burke’s research does not support the asser-
tion that Facebook creates loneliness. The people who
experience loneliness on Facebook are lonely away from
Facebook, too, she points out; on Facebook, as everywhere
else, correlation is not causation. The popular kids are
popular, and the lonely skulkers skulk alone. Perhaps it
says something about me that I think Facebook is primar-
ily a platform for lonely skulking. I mention to Burke the
widely reported study, conducted by a Stanford gradu-
ate student, that showed how believing that others have
strong social networks can lead to feelings of depression.
What does Facebook communicate, if not the impression
of social bounty? Everybody else looks so happy on Face-

communication experienced no change in loneliness,” ) book, with so many friends, that our own social networks

Burke tells me. So, you should inform your friend in writ-
ing how charming her son looks with Harry Potter ca_ke
smeared all over his face, and how interesting 'her.sepla(i
toned photograph of that tree-framed bit of skylmg is, Zr;l .
how cool it is that she’s at whatever concert she apph
to be at. That's what we all want to 'hear. Even begﬁrc tC oﬁ
sending a private Facebook message 15 the semi-pu

. . . o 1e
ignore the other people who may be listening in. “Peop

whose friends write to them sem}’-pub}:d; Osn Facebook
experience decreases in loneliness,” Bur ie dyu.se of Face-

On the other hand, non.personiél :Zs and updating
book—scanning your friends’ sta fug 1p aur wall, or what
the world on your own activities ¥'° zqutbroadc,astingn—
Burke calls “passive consumpto™ and ess. It’s a lonely
correlates to feelings of discogneCte fn ou-r friends’ and
business, wandering the labyrmths o

trying to figure out
pseudo_ﬁ.iendsl proiected identities; 1yt who Will listen;

ec
what part of ourselves we ought to project:

feel emptier than ever in comparison. Doesn’t that make
people feel lonely? “If people are reading about lives that
are much better than theirs, two things can happen,”
Burke tells me. “They can feel worse about themselves, or
they can feel motivated.”

Burke will start working at Facebook as a data scien-
tist this year.

versation, the kind of pack-and-forth in which you half\i

OHN CACIOPPO, THE director of the Center for Cognitive
nd-Social Neuroscience at the University of Chicago, is
the world’s leading expert on"loneliness. In his landmark
book, Loneliness,té€leased in 2008, he revealed just how
profoundly the epidemic of loneliness is affecting the
basic functions of human physiology. He found higher
levels of epinephrine, the stress hormone, in the morning
urine of lonely people. Loneliness burrows deep: “When
we drew blood from our older adults and analyzed their
white cells,” he writes, “we found that loneliness somehow
penetrated the deepest recesses of the cell to alter the way
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genes were being expressed.éoneliness affects not only
the brain, then, but the basic process of DNA transcriptionj
When you are lonely, your whole body is lonely.

To Cacioppo, Internet communication allows only
ersatz intimacy. “Forming connections with pets or online
friends or even God is a noble attempt by an obligato-
rily gregarious creature to satisfy a compelling need,” he
writes. “But surrogates can never make up completely
for the absence of the real thing.” The “real thing” being
actual people, in the flesh. When I speak to Cacioppo, he
is refreshingly clear on what he sees as Facebook’s effect
on society. Yes, he allows, some research has suggested
that the greater the number of Facebook friends a person
has, the less lonely she is. But he argues that the impres-
sion this creates can be misleading. “For the most part,” he
says, “people are bringing their old friends, and feelings of
loneliness or connectedness, to Facebook.” The idea that
a Web site could deliver a more friendly, interconnected
world is bogus. The depth of one’s social network outside
Facebook is what determines the depth of one’s social
network within Facebook, not the other way around.
Using social media doesn’t create new social networks;

it just transfers established networks from one platform
to another. For the most part, Facebook doesn’t destroy
friendships—but it doesn’t create them, either.

In one experiment, Cacioppo looked for a connec-
tion between the loneliness of subjects and the relative
frequency of their interactions via Facebook, chat rooms,
online games, dating sites, and face-to-face contact. The
results were unequivocal. “The greater the proportion of
face-to-face interactions, the less lonely you are,” he says.
“The greater the proportion of online interactions, the
lonelier you are.” Surely, I suggest to Cacioppo, this means
that Facebook and the like inevitably make people lonelier.
He disagrees. Facebook is merely a tool, he says, and like
any tool, its effectiveness will depend on its user. “If you
use Facebook to increase face-to-face contact,” he says, “it
increases social capital.” So if social media let you organize
a game of football among your friends, that’s healthy. If
you turn to social media instead of playing football, how-
ever, that’s unhealthy. ’

“Facebook can be terrific, if we use it properly,”
Cacioppo continues. “It's like a car. You can drive it to pick
up your friends. Or you can drive alone.” But hasn’t the
car increased loneliness? If cars created the suburbs, surely
they also created isolation. “That’s because of how we use
cars,” Cacioppo replies. “How we use these technologies
can lead to more integration, rather than more isolation.”

The problem, then, is that we invite loneliness, even
though it makes us miserable. The history of our use of
technology is a history of isolation desired and achieved.
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LONELINESS 1S CERTAINLY not something that Facebook
or Twitter or any of the lesser forms of social media is doing
to us. We are doing it to ourselves. Casting technology as
some vague, impersonal spirit of history forcing our actions
is a weak excuse. We make decisions about how we use our
machines, not the other way around. Every time I shop
at my local grocery store, I am faced with a choice. I can
buy my groceries from a human being or from a machine.
[ always, without exception, choose the machine. It's
faster and more efficient, I tell myself, but the truth is that
I prefer not having to wait with the other customers who
are lined up alongside the conveyor belt: the hipster mom
who disapproves of my high-carbon-footprint pineapple;
the lady who tenses to the point of tears while she waits
to see if the gods of the credit-card machine will accept or
dec}me; the old man whose clumsy feebleness requires
patience that I don’t possess. Much better to bypass the
whole circus an.d just ring up the groceries myself.
) 0_ur omnipresent new technologies lure us toward
increasingly superficial connections at exactly the same
moment that they make avoiding the mess of human
interaction easy. The beauty of Facebook, the source of its
power, is that it enables us to be social while sparing us
the embarrassing reality of society—th P i
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direct correlation between valya
Studies have found, for example,
good grades tend to have higher
don’t value them. Happiness is 3
came to a disturbing conclusion:

tion and achievement,
that students who value
grades than those who
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Valuing happiness is not necessarily linked to
greater happiness. In fact, under certain condi-
tions, the opposite is true. Under conditions of low
(but not high) life stress, the more people valued
happiness, the lower were their hedonic balance
psychological well-being, and life satisfaction'
and the higher their depression symptoms. :

The more you try to be happy, the less happy you
are. Sophocles made roughly the same point.

Facebook, of course, puts the pursuit of happiness
front and center in our digital life. Its capacity to redefine
our very concepts of identity and personal fulfillment is
much more worrisome than the data-mining and privacy
practices that have aroused anxieties about the company.
Two of the most compelling critics of Facebook—neither
of them a Luddite—concentrate on exactly this point.
Jaron Lanier, the author of You Are Not a Gadget, was one
of the inventors of virtual-reality technology. His view
of where social media are taking us reads like dystopian
science fiction: “lI fear that we are beginning to design
ourselves to suit digital models of us, and I worry about
a leaching of empathy and humanity in that proc_ess.”
Lanier argues that Facebook imprisons us in t}.le 'busmf':ss
of self-presenting, and this, to his mind, is the site’s crucial
and fatally unacceptable downside.

Sherry Turkle, a professor of computer culture at
MIT who in 1995 published the digital-positive analysis
Life on the Screen, is much more skeptical about thfe ’f:;i]ects
of online society in her 2011 book, Alone Together - etsﬁ
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surprisingly, then, the Australian study “Who Uses Facebook?”
found a significant correlation between Facebook use and
narcissism: “Facebook users have higher levels of total
narcissism, exhibitionism, and leadership than Facebook
nonusers,” the study’s authors wrote. “In fact, it could be
argued that Facebook specifically gratifies the narcissistic
individual’s need to engage in self-promoting and superfi-
cial behavior.”

Rising narcissism isn’t so much a trend as the trend
behind all other trends. In preparation for the 2013 edi-
tion of its diagnostic manual, the psychiatric profession is
currently struggling to update its definition of narcissistic
personality disorder. Still, generally speaking, practition-
ers agree that narcissism manifests in patterns of fantastic
grandiosity, craving for attention, and lack of empathy. In
a 2008 survey, 35,000 American respondents were asked
if they had ever had certain symptoms of narcissistic per-
sonality disorder. Among people older than 65, 3 percent
reported symptoms. Among people in their 20s, the pro-
portion was nearly 10 percent. Across all age groups, one
in 16 Americans has experienced some symptoms of NPD.
And loneliness and narcissism are intimately connected:
a longitudinal study of Swedish women demonstrated
a strong link between levels of narcissism in youth and
levels of loneliness in old age. The connection is funda-
mental. Narcissism is the flip side of loneliness, and either
condition is a fighting retreat from the messy reality of
other people.

A considerable part of Facebook’s appeal stems from
its miraculous fusion of distance with intimacy, or the illu-
sion of distance with the illusion of intimac%Our online
communities become engines of self-image;—and self-
image becomes the engine of community/The real danger -
with Facebook is not that it allows us tdisolate ourselves,
but that by mixing our appetite for isolation with our van-~
ity, it threatens to alter the very nature of solitude. The
new isolation is not of the kind that Americans once ide-
alized, the lonesomeness of the proudly nonconformist,
independent-minded, solitary stoic, or that of the astro-
naut who blasts into new worlds. Facebook’s isolation is
a grind. What's truly staggering about Facebook usage is
not its volume—750 million photographs uploaded over
a single weekend—but the constancy of the performance
it demands. More than half its users—and one of every
13 people on Earth is a Facebook user—log on every day.
Among 18-to-34-year-olds, nearly half check Facebook
minutes after waking up, and 28 percent do so before get-
ting out of bed. The relentlessness is what is so new, so
potentially transformative. Facebook never takes a break.
We never take a break. Human beings have always created
elaborate acts of self-presentation. But not all the time,
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not every morning,

before we even pour a cup of coffee.
Yvette Vickers’s com

buter was on when she died.
the good old days of disconnection
pointless, it would be hypocritical and

€ very magic of the new machines, the
efficiency and elegance with which they serve us, obscures

what isn’t being served: everything that matters. What
Facebook has revealed about human nature—and this is
not a minor revelation—is that a connection is not the
same thing as a bond, and that instant and total connec-
tion is no salvation, no ticket to a happier, better world or
a more liberated version of humanity. Solitude used to be

ungrateful. But th

good for self-reflection and self-reinvention. But Nnow we
are left thinking about who we are all the time, without
ever really thinking about who we are. Facebook denies us
a pleasure whose profundity we had underestimated: the

chance to forget about ourselves for a while, the chance to
disconnect.

STEPHEN MARCHE journalist who is on the staff of The
Atlantic, writes a monthly column for Esquire, and a weekly
column for the National Post. He has written three books
including The Hunger of the Wolf (2015)
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EXPLORING THE ISSUE

Does Social Media Have Largely

Positive Impacts on Its Users?

Critical Thinking and Reflection

1. Should social media be considered simply a tool that users can use for either good or evil?
- How can the negative consequences of social media be reduced?

3. What role can education play in reducing the negative aspects of social media and increasing its positive

aspects?

4. What have been the positive and negative results of your own use of social media?

5. What activities have been reduced by the time spent on social media?

6. How has social media impacted your community? Your nation?

7. Have you or your friends been embarrassed or harmed through your use of social media?

Is There Common Ground?

Both YES and NO selections recognize many of the benefits
of social media.

Marche also emphasize the many negative impacts
of social media and Hua does not. Hua would not deny
that social media does have negative impacts but treats
them as less important than the positive impacts. Both
selections consider the impacts on social connectedness
as the key issue to examine, especially on family zfnd close
friends. Both agree that it is also useful for news, 1nfoFma-
tion, and helping conduct personal buFiness. It also stimu-
lates the economy and facilitates business, goxfernment.S.
and civil sector activities. For example, [ conveniently paid

property taxes online.

Additional Resources

Pew Internet (pewinternet.org), a Pm}eCt oaf tl;erzV;
Research Center, produces many articles lne}t’working-
this topic. Another major resource is SO m?on the pros
procon.org. It is the most informative website el 7
and cons of social media with 173 footnotes'ces include
not provide useful links. Its useful Ie'ftiri:[ledia in Law
LexisNexis Risk Solutions, “Role Of SOCIIEL - i oxis
Enforcement Significant and Grownb o, Social Media’s
.com, July 18, 2012; Shelley Galasso B()ln;g?55' Mary Wilks,
Impact on Relationships (PsychCentra, Adol’eSCent Social
“Online Social Networking’s Effect o

Development,” www.eckerd.edu (accessed December S,
2012); Levi R. Baker and Debra L. Oswald, “Shyness and
Online Social Networking Services,” Journal of Social and
Personal Relationships (November 2010); “The Impact of
Social Media on Relationships,” Newsletter of Relation-
ship Rules, December 25, 2014; “Economist Debates:
Social Networking,” The Economist, www.economist.com,
February 13, 2012; Tony Dokoupil, “Is the Onslaught
Making Us Crazy?” Newsweek, July 16, 2012; Kerric
Harvey, ed., Encyclopaedia of Social Media and Politics,
(Sage, 2014).

Other useful references are José van Dijck, The
Culture of Connectivity: A Critical History of Social Media
(Oxford University Press, 2013); Tim Jordan, Internet,
Society and Culture [electronic resource]: Communicative
Practices Before and After the Internet (Bloomsbury Pub-
lishing, 2013); Francis L. F. Lee, ed., Frontiers in New
Media Research (Routledge, 2013); Allison Cerra, Identity
Shift: Where Identity Meets Technology in the Networked-
Community Age (John Wiley & Sons, 2012); Andrew
Keen, Digital Vertigo: How Today’s Online Social Revolution
Is Dividing, Diminishing, and Disorienting Us (Constable,
2012); Pamela Lund, Massively Networked: How the Con-
vergence of Social Media and Technology Is Changing Your
Life, 2nd ed. (PLI Media, 2012); Hana S. Noor Al-Deen,
and John Allen Hendricks, eds., Social Media: Usage and
Impact (Lexington Books, 2012); Nora Young, The Virtual
Self: How Our Digital Lives Are Altering the World Around Us
(McClelland & Stewart, 2012).
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